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Historical pathways

2

Return to owner

Adoption

Humane euthanasia

Suffering, painful death 
and/or causing 

unacceptable problems or 
risks out in the community



California law and policy

• No statewide requirement for 
healthy cat management
• Services should be provided for 

injured/sick/pets in imminent 
danger
• IF stray cats are impounded, law 

states “no cat shall be killed 
before 72 hours”
• State policy states that no 

adoptable or treatable animal 
should be euthanized



Historic approach 
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Cats in the U.S.
•74M – 86M pet cats 
• ~ 60% indoors
• > 80% spayed/neutered
• Target of traditional shelter model

•30K – 80M community cats
• 100% outdoors
• < 5% in “colonies” (visible groups)  



A different approach

.

San Jose's animal shelter is 
among the first in the country to 
try a new approach to dealing 
with feral and stray cats. Instead 
of euthanizing those that aren't 
adoptable, the shelter spays or 
neuters them and releases them 
back to the vacant lot or back 
alley from which they came.

(The shelter director) said the 
shelter and Audubon Society 
ultimately have the same goal: to 
see fewer feral and stray cats in 
the world. 



It worked! 



New pathway
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Community cat programs

• Shelter, private group or 
partnership
• Healthy adult cats (+/- older 

kittens) without evidence of 
ownership
• Bypass traditional shelter 

impoundment 
• Sterilize, vaccinate, ear tip and 

return to location found to the 
extent possible
• Provide resources and information 

for humane coexistence 
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The harm of removal 

“Contrary to expectation, the relative abundance and 
activity of feral cats increased in the cull-sites, even 
though the numbers of cats captured per unit effort 
during the culling period declined. Increases in 
minimum numbers of cats known to be alive ranged 
from 75% to 211% during the culling period, 
compared with pre- and post-cull estimates.”



What about 
friendly cats?



Remember this?
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Important difference between cats and dogs
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Fewer than 
1 in 10 cats 
recovered 
by a call or 

visit to a 
shelter

More than 
1 in 3 dogs 
recovered 
by a call or 

visit to a 
shelter



Consistent results 

.

“Of the cats that were found alive, the vast 
majority were found outside (83%). This was 
followed by the option offered as ‘cat being 
found inside someone else’s house’ (11%), 
inside the house where they lived (4%), and 
inside a public building (2%), therefore less 
than 2% of found cats were in a shelter or 
municipal animal facility.”



Above all, do no harm

“People no longer could use the shelter as the 
“Easy Button” – a place to drop off cats without 
trying to find their own solutions to the problem, 
sometimes of their own making…The old answer 
would have been: set traps and animal control 
will go out and pick up the cats. This option has 
been eliminated. Now we have a 
conversation…our job is to help facilitate the 
public to engage in the desired behavior which 
could be TNR or helping a neighbor with TNR, 
not feeding their pets outside which could be 
attracting cats, making their yard unattractive to 
cats in various ways, having a stray cat scanned 
for a microchip, advertising a found cat on 
Craigslist, etc.”



Equity issue

• 1 in 6 people in America live in 
poverty
• 1 in 5 people in America speak a 

language other than English at 
home
• Cultural norms and expectations 

as well as access to services can 
vary
• > 90% of people in underserved 

communities have never been to 
a shelter at all 
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Reunion! 

• Leaving healthy cats in place and 
encouraging neighborhood-
based reunions bypasses 
transportation, language and 
cultural barriers to reclaim 
• Spay/neuter/vaccination is a 

bonus that improves cat health 
and decreases roaming for cats 
whose owners might not have 
the wherewithal to bring them 
in for those services 
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New understanding
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New 
understanding

It is the position of NACA that indiscriminate pick up 
or admission of healthy, free-roaming cats, 
regardless of temperament, for any purpose 
other than TNR/SNR, fails to serve commonly 
held goals of community animal management and 
protection programs and, as such, is a misuse of time 
and public funds and should be avoided.



Thoughtful intake 

• Unhealthy/exigent risk
• Large group/significant 

nuisance or public health 
risk
• Critical location
• Evidence of abandonment 

or truly lost
• Owner crisis  



What about kittens?



Remember this



Reproductive strategies



Relevant parallel 

•Assess for injury/illness
• Leave healthy babies in 

place
• Link to resources 
• Intervene only when 

needed



How do we bend this curve?



Strategic investment

We define preventable deaths as those that could likely 
be reduced or eliminated using an alternative population 
management approach, specifically the deaths of kittens
under six months that fail to reach adulthood, and the 
deaths of adult cats due to lethal management.



And the winner is…
“Cumulative preventable deaths 
and cumulative kitten deaths over 
10 years are much lower for
higher-intensity sterilization (TNR) 
than for all other scenarios.”



Kitten triage

• Healthy un-weaned – link out to 
resources (Kitten Lady is great!)
• Sick/injured/imminent danger –

admit and assess 
• Reserve shelter foster for 

inevitable 
sick/injured/abandoned babies
• Provide shelter support for 

spay/neuter/adoption of 
weaned kittens



Spay/neuter
Vaccinate

ID

Public shelter priorities 

2. Sick, injured, in 
danger, cruelty

4. Acute safety net 
services and nuisance 
abatement resources

5. Targeted community 
cat and kitten programs

1. Danger to human 
health and life

3. Displaced/owner 
crisis/stray dogs 

captured at large*

6. Preventive programs 
(public S/N, ID, 

training)
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Additional factor 



Spay/neuter
Vaccinate

ID

Shelter medical team triage 

1

2. Surgery 
necessary for 

release from shelter 

4. Safety net services to 
divert intake

5. Targeted TNR for 
high risk/nuisance 

groups

1. Sick and injured 
animals

3. Healthy foster 
kitten support

6. Public services 
(spay/neuter, general 

TNR, vaccination)




